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To Caroline, Tim, Jo and Tessa
And in memory of my parents, Alwyn and Joan




Rachainn a thaomadh na fairge dha nan iarradh e orm.
I would go to drain the sea for him if he asked me.


Gaelic proverb




Chronology


The modern era (1930–) of the Loch Ness Monster


AAS = Academy of Applied Science; LN(P)IB = Loch Ness (Phenomenon) Investigation Bureau.














	1930


	27 August: Three young men fishing report a massive wake off Tor Point







	1933


	28 April: John and Aldie Mackay report a large animal like a whale near Abriachan Pier







	 


	22 July: Mr and Mrs George Spicer report a large ‘prehistoric’ animal crossing the road north of Foyers







	 


	17 October: Philip Stalker writes an article about the Loch Ness Monster for the Scotsman, entitled ‘The Plesiosaurus Theory’







	 


	12 November: Hugh Gray photographs a 40-foot ‘serpent’ off Foyers - the first photograph of the Monster







	 


	14 November: Lieutenant Commander Rupert Gould begins his two-week investigation at Loch Ness







	 


	19 December: Daily Mail expedition, led by Marmaduke Wetherell, arrives at Loch Ness; they discover a trail of footprints south of Foyers on 22 December







	1934


	3 January: Wetherell’s ‘Monster’ footprints are identified by the Natural History Museum as the left hind foot of a hippopotamus







	 


	5 January: Arthur Grant encounters a large animal by the roadside near Abriachan







	 


	March: Publication of The Home of the Loch Ness Monster by Colonel W. H. Lane, suggesting that the Monster is a giant salamander







	 


	19 April: Robert K. Wilson takes the ‘Surgeon’s Photograph’, showing a curved neck and head, near Invermoriston







	
 



	May: Publication of The Loch Ness Monster and Others, by Rupert Gould, arguing that the Monster was related to the sea serpent







	 


	July: Sir Edward Mountain’s Expedition to Loch Ness, with observers trained in still and cine-photography







	1945


	Publication of Loch Ness and Its Monster, by Father Aloysius Carruth







	1951


	14 July: Lachlan Stuart photographs a three-humped animal below Whitefield







	1954


	2 December: echo sounder on the trawler Rival III detects a massive sonar contact, 500 feet below the surface of Loch Ness







	1955


	29 July: Peter Macnab photographs a 50-foot, two-humped animal in Urquhart Bay







	1957


	Publication of More Than a Legend by Constance Whyte, suggesting that the Monster is a surviving plesiosaur







	1959


	22 March: Dr Denys Tucker, Curator of Fishes at the Natural History Museum, watches a humped animal in the Loch off Glendoe and later identifies it as a plesiosaur







	1960


	28 February: Torquil MacLeod observes a 50-foot animal at the water’s edge below the Horseshoe Scree







	 


	14 March: Tim Dinsdale begins a lengthy correspondence with Peter Scott







	 


	23 April: Tim Dinsdale films a single-humped object off Foyers; the film is shown on BBC Television’s Panorama on 13 June







	 


	31 July: Denys Tucker is sacked by the Natural History Museum for refusing to retract his belief in the Loch Ness Monster







	 


	7 August: the yacht Finola encounters a large aquatic animal near Dores; Torquil MacLeod corroborates the sighting from the shore







	 


	19 October: Peter Scott convenes the Loch Ness Study Group of zoological experts to consider Dinsdale’s film and other evidence







	1961


	Publication of Loch Ness Monster by Tim Dinsdale, arguing that the Monster is a surviving plesiosaur







	
 



	Publication of The Elusive Monster by Maurice Burton, suggesting that sightings of a ‘Monster’ are explained by otters or vegetation mats







	 


	July: David James and Peter Scott found the Loch Ness Phenomena Investigation Bureau (LNPIB)







	 


	23 November: The Field publishes ‘Time to meet the Monster’ by David James MP







	1962


	July: Peter Baker leads the Oxford–Cambridge Expedition to Loch Ness, with surface observation and an underwater sonar sweep







	 


	24 August: F. W. (Ted) Holiday sees a huge slug-like animal off Foyers







	 


	October: the First David James Expedition (LNPIB) to Loch Ness







	 


	November: David James’s panel of experts concludes that Loch Ness harbours a ‘large animate object’ worthy of further study







	1963


	24 February: David James and Peter Scott appear in Associated Television’s Report on the Loch Ness Monster







	 


	June: the Second David James Expedition to Loch Ness; Peter Scott and others survey the Loch from gliders







	1964


	Summer: the Third David James Expedition to Loch Ness







	 


	15 October: David James loses his Brighton seat in the General Election







	1965


	September: Professor Roy Mackal, University of Chicago, visits Loch Ness and the Fourth David James Expedition, and is appointed Scientific Director of the LNPIB







	1966


	January: David James visits the Adventurers’ Club in Chicago to raise funds for the LNPIB







	 


	February: the Joint Air Reconnaissance Intelligence Centre (JARIC) concludes that the object filmed by Tim Dinsdale in 1960 was not a boat and was ‘probably animate’







	 


	Publication of The Leviathans by Tim Dinsdale







	 


	9 December: BBC Television broadcasts Peter Scott’s Look programme, ‘On the track of unknown animals’, from Loch Ness







	
1967



	13 June: Dick Raynor, LNPIB volunteer, films a long wake off Dores Bay







	1968


	Publication of The Great Orm of Loch Ness by F. W. Holiday, arguing that the Monster is a giant invertebrate descended from the extinct species Tullimonstrum







	 


	Summer: the Seventh David James Expedition to Loch Ness







	 


	Sonar survey, by Professor Gordon Tucker and Dr Hugh Braithwaite of Birmingham University, identifies large sonar contacts moving fast at depth







	1969


	Summer: submarines are deployed to search for the Monster during the Eighth LNPIB Expedition to the Loch







	 


	Frank Searle, photographer and hoaxer, takes up residence on the shore of Loch Ness







	1970


	The LNPIB becomes the LNIB; the Ninth LNIB Expedition to Loch Ness takes place







	 


	Summer: Elizabeth Montgomery Campbell and David Solomon lead the first expedition to Loch Morar to hunt for ‘Morag’, another large aquatic creature







	 


	September: Robert Rines and the Academy of Applied Science make their first trip to Loch Ness with various ‘attractants’ to lure the Monster







	1971


	23 June: Robert Rines sees a large, single-humped animal in Urquhart Bay







	1972


	Summer: Nicholas Witchell spends six months watching the Loch before starting university







	 


	8 August: the underwater ‘flipper’ photograph is taken in Urquhart Bay by Robert Rines and the AAS







	 


	October: the LNIB is forced to close down due to lack of funds







	1974


	Summer: Adrian Shine begins the exploration of Loch Morar in Machan, his home-built submersible observation hide







	 


	Publication of The Loch Ness Story by Nicholas Witchell







	1975


	Early June: Robert Rines meets Peter Scott at Slimbridge







	
 



	20 June: the underwater ‘whole body’ and ‘gargoyle head’ photographs are taken in Urquhart Bay by Robert Rines and the AAS







	 


	November: Peter Scott coins a formal scientific name for the Monster: Nessiteras rhombopteryx, meaning ‘the wonder from Ness with the diamond-shaped fin’







	 


	10 December: Nature publishes ‘Naming the Loch Ness Monster’ by Peter Scott and Robert Rines







	 


	11 December: presentation of the Rines photographs and other evidence at a Conference on the Loch Ness Monster, held at the House of Commons







	1976


	Publication of The Monsters of Loch Ness by Roy Mackal, in which he suggests that the Monster is a giant amphibian







	 


	Publication of Nessie: Seven Years in Search of the Monster by Frank Searle, containing numerous faked photographs







	 


	March: Wildlife publishes ‘Why I believe in Nessie’ by Sir Peter Scott







	 


	Summer: rival American expeditions investigate Loch Ness - the AAS/New York Times (Robert Rines’s seventh visit) and National Geographic







	1979


	Formation of Loch Ness & Morar Project, directed by Adrian Shine







	1981


	Adrian Shine begins the Loch Ness Project, a systematic geographical and ecological survey of the Loch, using sonar and underwater television







	1984


	Frank Searle disappears from Loch Ness after 15 years







	1987


	July: Symposium on the Loch Ness Monster, organised by the International Society of Cryptozoology and the Society for the History of Natural History, is held in Edinburgh







	 


	October: Adrian Shine organises Operation Deepscan, a comprehensive sonar sweep of the Loch







	1991


	Steve Feltham, Monster hunter, arrives at Loch Ness







	1992


	Nicholas Witchell organises Project Urquhart, a sonar and ecological survey of the Loch that involves the Natural History Museum and the Royal Geographical Society







	
2008



	Robert Rines’s thirtieth and last visit to Loch Ness







	2015


	Steve Feltham completes 24 years of continuous observation at Loch Ness
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Map 1. Loch Ness and the north-eastern end of the Great Glen. Map drawn by Ray Loadman.
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Map 2. Southern end of Loch Ness, from Fort Augustus to Invermoriston. Classic sightings are indicated by the numbers: 1 – Margaret Munro, shore of Borlum Bay, 5 June 1934. 2 – Alex Campbell, beyond the Abbey Boathouse in Borlum Bay, 22 September 1933. 3 – Torquil MacLeod, foot of Horseshoe Crag, 28 February 1960. Map drawn by Ray Loadman.
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Map 3. Middle section of Loch Ness, from Invermoriston to Inverfarigaig. Classic sightings indicated by the numbers: 1 – the ‘Surgeon’s Photograph, taken by R.K. Wilson, 19 April 1934. 2 – Janet Fraser and others, the Halfway House tea room, Alltsigh, 22 September 1933. 3 – the ‘Great Orm’ seen by F.W. Holiday, 26 August 1962. 4 – the first photograph taken of the Monster by Hugh Gray, Foyers, 12 November 1933. 5 – the film taken by Tim Dinsdale, 23 April 1960. Map drawn by Ray Loadman.
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Map 4. Area of Loch Ness around Urquhart Bay and Drumnadrochit. Note that the scale is larger than for the other area maps. Classic sightings indicated by the numbers: 1 – photograph taken by Peter Macnab, near Urquhart Castle, 29 July 1955. 2 – ‘Grid Sector 2903’ near Temple Pier, where the ‘flipper’, ‘whole body’ and ‘gargoyle’ underwater photographs were taken by the Academy of Applied Science expeditions on 8 August 1972 and 20 June 1975. 3 – photograph taken by Lachlan Stuart on 14 July 1951. 4 – Mr and Mrs G. Spicer, 22 July 1933. Map drawn by Ray Loadman.
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Map 5. North-eastern end of Loch Ness, including Abriachan, Dores and Lochend. Classic sightings indicated by the numbers: 1 – Arthur Grant, 4 January 1934. 2 – crew of the yacht Finola, also observed by Torquil MacLeod and others, 7 August 1960. 3 – the ‘three young anglers’ off Tor Point, 27 August 1930. 4 – the ‘Strange Spectacle’ seen by John and Aldie Mackay, 28 April 1933. 5 – Mrs Greta Finlay and her son, 18 August 1952. Map drawn by Ray Loadman.




Preface: Sneak preview


On a cold grey morning in November 1975, the postman delivered his usual bulky mailbag to 3 Little Essex Street, London WC2. The entrance looked unremarkable but the institution that lay behind it was famous throughout the world. It also stirred up strong feelings. Over the years, various unhappy people had threatened to kill the man in charge or set fire to themselves on the pavement outside. The malcontents were scientists who been pushed beyond reason by a polite note explaining that, unfortunately, it would not be possible to publish their research paper. They were in plentiful company, because rejection was the fate which awaited over 95 per cent of all the research papers submitted to this address. No 3 Little Essex Street housed the editorial office of Nature, the world’s most prestigious scientific journal.


One of the manuscripts delivered that morning provoked a unique reaction in this temple of scientific excellence; many of those who saw it laughed out loud. A new animal species had been identified and, as was customary, a formal scientific name was proposed for the creature. Unusually, no specimens had been captured and no physical remains had ever been found. The key evidence consisted of two grainy underwater photographs, one showing a sturdy, diamond-shaped flipper attached to a rough surface, and the other a bulbous body drawn out into a long, graceful neck.


The lead author of the article was not a research zoologist but Sir Peter Scott, renowned as an ornithologist, painter, television personality and President of the World Wildlife Fund. Scott had produced a pen-and-ink drawing of the animal, which looked rather like a reconstruction of the ocean-going plesiosaurs that had supposedly died out with the dinosaurs over 60 million years ago. This one, however, had recently been photographed in the peat-stained waters of a deep lake in north-eastern Scotland. The formal name which Scott had coined for the new species was Nessiteras rhombopteryx, meaning ‘the marvel from Ness with the diamond-shaped fin’, and the paper was entitled ‘Naming the Loch Ness Monster’.


The article was greeted with incredulity at every stage of its progress through Nature’s notoriously ruthless review process. Yet the issue which appeared on 11 December 1975 devoted three pages to Scott’s paper, and the underwater photograph of the diamond-shaped flipper was plastered across its cover. The message was plain for all to see. The Loch Ness Monster, which had been mired in controversy ever since a string of sightings and photographs brought it international prominence during the early 1930s, was not a hoax or a trick of the light but a flesh-and-blood animal. And, incredibly, it appeared to be a ‘living fossil’ which had somehow sidestepped extinction and could provide a unique insight back to the Age of the Dinosaurs.


It had taken 15 years to convince Scott that the Monster existed; the decisive piece of evidence was the photograph that now filled the cover of the top scientific journal on the planet. For Scott, the creature held even greater significance. It was not just an astonishing relic of prehistory, but a powerful icon for wildlife conservation. Instantly recognisable and clinging to existence in its unlikely habitat, the Monster could spearhead his campaign to protect endangered animals across the world. To that end, Scott had already drafted artwork for the World Wildlife Fund’s ‘Save One Species’ appeal, featuring a drawing of Nessiteras rhombopteryx.


At the same time, Scott knew that he was putting his reputation on the line by openly declaring his belief in the Monster. The vast majority of mainstream zoologists – all of whom would have been proud to see their work published in Nature – were still unpersuaded that the Monster was real. They were entrenched in their scepticism, just as the scientific establishment had been since the 1930s. To them, the Monster was not the greatest zoological coup of the century, but a preposterous insult to the intelligence of anyone who understood the basic rules of science. As soon as Scott’s article appeared, experts on zoology, evolution and plesiosaurs began firing off furious letters to the editor of Nature. They did not mince their words. By publishing this nonsense, the editor had endangered the reputation of British science and had dragged this once-noble journal down to the level of the gutter press.


Over Christmas, Peter Scott was also swamped with letters, some critical and some offering support. One that reached him early in the New Year came from a professional zoologist who knew all about the narrow-mindedness and bigotry of the scientific mafia. Dr Denys Tucker was an expert on eels and deep-sea fish, whose career had been unstoppable until the fateful day in March 1959 when he visited Loch Ness and watched a large humped object travelling across the water. He had never encountered anything like it, even while editing the encyclopaedic Freshwater Fishes of the World. After reviewing all the evidence, Tucker was forced to conclude that the animal he had seen was a plesiosaur. The most likely candidate was a long-necked elasmosaurus, broadly similar to the creature which Peter Scott later drew for his Nature article. Having made up his mind, Tucker then did what every scientist does on discovering something new and exciting: he began telling his peers.


Tucker’s superiors were dismayed to hear that he had visited scientific groups in London and Cambridge to give seminars about the plesiosaur in Loch Ness. Tucker held an influential position as Curator of Fishes at the Natural History Museum in London – an institution that had always denied the existence of the Loch Ness Monster. The Museum’s Trustees, who included the Archbishop of Canterbury as well as top-class scientists, offered him the chance to recant. When he refused, they sacked him. Tucker, generally acknowledged to be one of the Museum’s brightest young scientists, was given three days to clear his desk and was then barred permanently from the premises.


Tucker’s letter reached Scott on 3 January 1976. It began by offering congratulations on the Nature paper and ended with a warning. ‘The jackal pack are sniffing around again,’ Tucker wrote, ‘and this time they are after you.’


And so 1976 began on an ominous note for Sir Peter Scott. But there was worse to come.
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A landscape made for a mystery


Type the coordinates 57° 20’ 4.66” North and 4° 26’ 36.90” West into Google Earth and look down from 3,000 feet. You will find yourself suspended above a bay scooped out of the western side of a body of dark, rather sullen water. To the north-east, the water stretches out into a long thin lake, hemmed in on both sides by the rough grey and brown of mountains. From its end, a river snakes away towards the sprawl of a large town, some 15 miles away. The farthest limit of the town is marked by the slender arc of a bridge which forms the gateway to the open sea.


In the opposite direction, the steep-sided valley runs away to the southwest with the dark ribbon of the lake laid along its floor. Beyond it lies a narrow strip of water, then another longer lake and, 30 miles away, the apex of a fjord which opens into a sea studded with irregular islands. The valley, its lakes and the fjord lie along a line that could have been drawn on a map with a ruler, running diagonally from north-east to south-west.


Now drop down towards the water from your starting point above the bay. As you lose altitude, you notice a road zigzagging up from the south, houses emerging from the camouflage of fields and trees, and the wakes of boats frozen in the instant when the satellite and its camera swept overhead, 120 miles up.


The picture coarsens 100 feet above the surface and freezes as you meet the water. Continuing your descent, you enter a space that rapidly distances itself from the world above. Ten feet down, the light is dull yellow and you might wonder what it feels like to be trapped in amber. Twenty feet below that, you can no longer make out your fingers with your hand held 12 inches from your face. At 45 feet, the water is like obsidian, black and impenetrable.


Point a powerful lamp straight down and you will see that you are hanging above a plain of grey sediment, sloping away from the shore. The gradient steepens about 30 feet further out then plunges into nothing – or, more accurately, 200 feet of water. A few hundred yards beyond that, the lake is nearly 600 feet deep. This is a cold, permanently dark underworld, completely invisible from the surface.


You are in Urquhart Bay, on the western shore of the largest body of fresh water in the British Isles and one of the deepest lakes in Europe. The undistinguished spot where you are suspended was immortalised by something strange that happened here in the small hours of 20 June 1975. An underwater camera, synchronised with an electronic flash that fired every 12 seconds, had been lowered from a boat several hours earlier. The spot had been carefully chosen, but hundreds of thousands of photographs already taken had shown only blank water with the occasional fish.


The same was true for over 2,400 photographs taken that day, but the frame exposed just after 4.32 a.m. had captured an extraordinary object. It was hanging in the water about 20 feet away, starkly lit from below by the flash: a bulbous body, carrying a fin-shaped projection that stuck out towards the camera, and drawn out into a graceful curve like a long neck.1


That image was the vindication of years of searching by a team that included world experts in underwater photography from one of America’s great research institutions. It was to become a crucial weapon in a 40-year battle against cynics in the scientific establishment who refused to accept that Loch Ness harboured a large unknown animal – and that it looked like an aquatic reptile which should have been extinct for over 65 million years.


Drifter


Like much of the Scottish Highlands, Loch Ness is both beautiful and haunting. It is also an ideal place for nature to hide away something to mystify and tantalise. And, as the stage on which this story is played out, it provides a complex backdrop with special effects that enliven the performance.


Any impression that Loch Ness – or indeed Scotland – has been there forever is misleading. Hints of an exotic past are locked away in Scotland’s rocks: sandstones that were once dunes in a desert, and fossilised tree ferns that flourished in a tropical swamp. These are not errors in the geological record, but mementos of a 500-million-year voyage that began near the South Pole. Dancing to the dead-slow tune of continental drift, the land that became Scotland crossed the Equator about 300 million years ago and headed for its current position, two-thirds of the way up the northern hemisphere. Hard though it is to believe when fighting through freezing Caledonian rain, the embryonic Scotland spent 250 million years basking in tropical sunshine. By then, the Highlands had been thrown up as huge folds in the Earth’s crust, as high as today’s Himalayas. During the Ice Ages, all but a few thousand feet of those virgin peaks were ground away by glaciers which were up to 4,000 feet thick.


The Great Glen, the 80-mile-long valley which contains Loch Ness, divides the Highlands above from the Grampian Mountains below. Curiously straight and pointing like a compass needle to the north-east, the Great Glen has had a violent past. Rocks on opposite sides of Loch Ness, barely a mile apart, can differ in age by up to 200 million years. A dark granite near Foyers on the eastern shore is unique locally but matches an outcrop at Strontian, 65 miles to the south-west. This is because the Great Glen marks a fault line that cracked open the Earth’s crust for hundreds of miles, and the northern block of the Highlands was then pushed those 65 miles along the split. The movement left a belt of weakened rock along the fault line, which was later gouged away by glaciers to form the deep, steep-sided valley that became the Great Glen. When the ice eventually melted and the trillions of tons of its weight fell away, the land actually rose, like a mattress relieved of the weight of a sleeping body. The recesses of the Great Glen then filled with water, creating a chain of three lakes.2


Loch Ness, occupying its north-eastern end, is the largest and drains into the North Sea through the River Ness. It came into being about 12,000 years ago. Little Loch Oich, just five miles long, lies near the mid-point of the Glen. Last in line is ten-mile-long Loch Lochy, from which the river of the same name runs into Loch Linnhe, the funnel-shaped fjord that opens into the sea opposite the Isle of Mull.


Vital statistics


Loch Ness is a substantial body of water. At 263,000 million cubic feet, its volume is the greatest of any lake in Britain and twenty times that of Lake Windermere, the pride of England’s Lake District. The Loch is long, thin and deep. It is mostly just a mile across, but a motor boat will take a couple of hours to cover the 23 miles from end to end – roughly the distance across the English Channel from where Hitler eyed up the White Cliffs of Dover.


The walls of the Loch plunge down hundreds of feet, in places steeper than a World Cup ski run. This is a bad place to get into difficulties while swimming: just a pool’s length out from Horseshoe Crag on the eastern side, there will be nearly 200 feet of water beneath your toes. Two long basins in the centre of the Loch reach 600–700 feet in depth, with a maximum of 754 feet a couple of miles north of Invermoriston. This is deeper than the North Sea between Scotland and Norway and would comfortably swallow up the British Telecom Tower which dominates the West End of London. Apart from the basins, much of the Loch’s floor is ‘as flat as a bowling green’. The valley has the classic U-shaped glaciated profile portrayed in geography books but its base has filled with clay and sediment carried in by rivers.3, 4


An early attempt (1699) to measure the depth of Loch Ness concluded that it was bottomless – or at least exceeded the 500 fathoms (3,000 feet) contained in a barrel of line. This was reported in a breathless letter to the Royal Society by the Reverend James Fraser of Kirkhill, near Inverness.5 Fraser also calculated that the mountains around the Loch reached 10,000 feet, further suggesting that mathematics was not his strongest suit.


Much more accurate was the famous Bathymetrical Survey which plumbed the depths of 562 Scottish fresh-water lakes between 1899 and 1906.3 Massive though this was, the Survey was small fry for its leader, the 58-year-old Sir John Murray FRS, who had cut his teeth on HMS Challenger’s 75,000-mile oceanic expedition of 1872–6. Challenger had turned up 4,000 new marine species, founded the science of oceanography and was, as Murray put it, ‘the greatest advance in the knowledge of our planet since the celebrated discoveries of the 15th and 16th centuries’.6


The Bathymetrical Survey began modestly on small lakes with Murray, 23-year-old Frederick P. Pullar and the ‘F.P. Pullar Sounding System’ for measuring water depth. Pullar’s invention involved a bicycle wheel, a revolution-counter and a 14-pound lead weight attached to 1,000 feet of piano wire. It looked makeshift but performed better than the broadly similar instrument patented 25 years earlier by Lord Kelvin. The Survey owed its success to Pullar’s invention – and to his death in February 1901 ‘while attempting to save others from drowning’. He met his end in a pathetically shallow ornamental lake near Stirling, where ice had given way under dozens of skaters. Frederick was the only son of Murray’s friend Laurence Pullar, a dry-cleaning magnate. Pullar Senior promptly joined Murray as co-director of the Survey and put down £10,000 to launch it in style.7 The Survey’s 1,800-page final report was dedicated to the memory of his son.


The survey of Loch Ness, which required 1,700 soundings, began in April 1903 and took until the summer of the following year. The results have stood the test of the intervening century, and today’s Admiralty charts are remarkably close to those produced by the Survey.


However, all technology has its limitations. In 1970, detailed underwater mapping using a sophisticated sonar scanner picked up features which the Bathymetrical Survey had missed. The floor of Urquhart Bay was not the gently sloping shelf that Sir John Murray believed it to be, but an astonishing underwater landscape of ridges, canyons (over 400 feet deep in places) and caverns – some of which were big enough to conceal an animal up to 30 feet in length.8


Through a glass darkly


Even without uncharted depths or underwater caverns, the sheer volume of Loch Ness would make it easy for an elusive creature to hide itself away from those determined to find it. And the Loch has another trick up its sleeve to confound the search: its water.


The rivers which feed Loch Ness drain over 300 square miles of mountain, moorland and forest. Much of the high ground is covered in peat, representing tens of thousands of years’ accumulated remains of mosses and other vegetation. Peat is so poor in nutrients that plants such as sundew have to resort to eating insects to make ends meet. Arguably, it supports death better than life. The bodies of those who met their end in the bogs are preserved, beautifully and with an eerie timelessness, right down to the stitching on the sheepskin hat of a Bronze Age man and the tranquil expression on his face when he died. His skin is tanned to a rich teak, having been steeped for 2,500 years in the tea-coloured water which runs out when you squeeze a handful of wet peat in your fingers.


Peat also stains the rivers running into the Loch. When in spate after heavy rain on the uplands, the water is bitter and black, with swirls of off-white froth like the head on a Guinness. Fill a glass from the Loch and hold it up against a sheet of white paper. The water carries a hint of tawny, like a crystal of the palest smoky quartz. Walk out along a jetty in bright sunshine and drop a silver coin into three feet of water; by the time it hits the bottom, it has faded into dull bronze. Drop another coin into six feet of water and it will disappear from view. Fifty feet down, it is pitch-black – and below that there may still be another 600 feet of water.


The hand of man


A glance at the map shows that Loch Ness and the Great Glen have been shaped by human interference as well as the forces of nature. Paradoxically, the largest man-made features are absences: the ‘forests’ which are no more but whose grand names – Balmacaan, Portclair, Glendoe – still appear on maps. Originally, the whole region was clothed in trees which were relentlessly cleared by Bronze Age farmers, Picts, Romans and industrial revolutionaries. The Forestry Commission tore down the last of the ancient woodlands and then, as if shocked by the nudity of the landscape, replanted hundreds of thousands of acres along the Glen with regiments of conifers destined to become telegraph poles or patio decking.


The most obvious signs of man’s presence around Loch Ness are the roads which run down each side of the lake from Inverness to Fort Augustus at its southern end. On the western side, the A82 hugs the shoreline for most of its length, picking up the villages of Drumnadrochit, overlooking Urquhart Bay, and Invermoriston along the way. The road that serves the eastern shore appears more flamboyant. After passing through the village of Dores on the shore of the Loch, it loops inland and climbs over the hills to a height of 1,200 feet before dropping down into Fort Augustus. This road, the B862, is more evocatively known as ‘General Wade’s Military Road’ to commemorate the English commander-in-chief in Scotland during the 1730s. The near-vertical eastern shore of the Loch was impassable, even with gunpowder and forced labour – hence the meandering route inland. As well as creating a network of roads linking the Crown’s garrisons, General George Wade sorted out the Scots without being distracted by humanitarian trivia. Although a thug, he was nicer than his comrade-in-arms, William Augustus, Duke of Cumberland, who gave his name to Fort Augustus. Cumberland is remembered as ‘The Butcher of Culloden’ from the ferocity of his cleaning-up operation in 1746 after the battle of the same name.


Maps show a thin blue line that runs north from the head of Loch Ness, tracking the meanders of the River Ness for four miles to the outskirts of Inverness before swinging east to end in the Beauly Firth. This is the Caledonian Canal, one of the flawed jewels of nineteenth-century British engineering. In 1803, it seemed a clever idea to connect the North Sea with the Atlantic through the Great Glen by linking up Lochs Ness, Oich, Lochy and Linnhe. This would cut several days off the traditional passage around the top of Scotland, which was even more hazardous than usual because Britain was at war with France. Thomas Telford won the contract for the Canal and began work in 1810. When he finished in 1822, five years late and twice over budget, a key plank of the rationale for the Canal had been pulled away; in the meantime, Napoleon had been defeated at Waterloo.


The Canal brought more than ocean-going ships to Loch Ness. The Loch lies over 50 feet above sea level and boats from the Beauly Firth are carried up through a series of locks. Putting these into operation in 1822 raised the water level in the Loch and submerged half of its islands. This was not as cataclysmic as it might sound, as the water rose by only six feet and there were only two small islands to begin with. Both lay close to the shore off Fort Augustus. Dog Island, just 20 yards across, was doomed because it stood just three feet above the waterline. Its larger neighbour, Cherry Island, was nearly circular and originally 170 feet in diameter. After the waters rose, it shrank to 60 feet across, crowded with trees like an overgrown bonsai planting.


An in-depth exploration of Cherry Island was conducted in 1908 by the Reverend Odo Blundell, a feisty Benedictine monk from the Abbey at Fort Augustus.9 Blundell hired a ‘diving dress’, survived the incompetence of ‘the amateurs at the air-pump’ and found that the island was a ‘crannog’, an artificial lake dwelling from the Bronze Age. Unaware of its intriguing past, Sir John Murray was unimpressed by Cherry Island. In the Bathymetrical Survey’s final report, he noted ‘the absence of islands in Loch Ness is a striking characteristic, and gives a touch of monotony to the grand and sombre scene’.10


Away with the fairies


According to tradition, there have always been monsters in Loch Ness, but this was by no means exceptional. The lake just inland of Gruinard Bay on the north-western coast of Scotland, which the Bathymetrical Survey mapped on 11 August 1902, is called Loch na Beìste, meaning ‘the lake of the beast’. As explained in the Survey, a landowner during the 1840s tried to capture the creature by emptying the lake with horse-powered pumps. He failed; the horses did their best for two years, but only managed to lower the water level by six inches.11


This was not the only Loch na Beìste. Had Sir John Murray asked around, he would probably have been told that many of the other 561 Scottish fresh-water lochs in his Survey were similarly inhabited. The beast in question did not figure in the Survey’s list of lake animals, or in any zoology book. It was a mercurial and sinister entity known as the ‘kelpie’.12


Kelpies were just one species of the supernatural fauna which inhabited inland lakes across the Celtic diaspora. The name may come from the Gaelic cailpeach, meaning ‘heifer’, although kelpies mostly appeared as horses – hence their alternative name each uisge, or ‘water horse’, which is also the translation of the Irish capall uisge and the Welsh ceffyl dŵr. Unlike the Loch Ness Monster, kelpies were never an endangered species. They frequented any substantial body of fresh water and some surprisingly small ones. The Loch na Beìste mentioned above (ranked 492nd out of 562 for size in the Bathymetrical Survey) is 700 yards long and only 35 feet deep.


Kelpies often appeared playful and docile but it was foolish to ignore rather obvious warning signs such as dampness and the tendency to materialise out of thin air. Anyone dim enough to jump on a kelpie’s back was in for a rough, brief ride. Its hide instantly became adhesive and the water horse would live up to its name, plunging back into the lake and taking its superglued victim with it. The kelpie was part of an international brotherhood of water spirits, many with sociopathic tendencies. Some were quadrupeds, such as the Bulgarian water buffalo and the dragon-like ‘knucker’ which inhabited ‘knuckerholes’ in riverbeds around Brighton. Others took human form, including Jenny Greenteeth, a river-dwelling hag in northern England, and the hairy, big-breasted Rusalka from Ukraine, who caused swimming to be banned during the week in June when they were at their most predatory.13


Apart from spicing up story-telling during long winter nights, the water horse probably served a useful health and safety function by discouraging children from playing near the water – which in the case of Loch Ness could be fatally deep within a few yards of the shore. Here, the deterrent effect of the water horse was bolstered by the grim legend that the Loch never gave up its dead. Alex Campbell, a native of Fort Augustus who is soon to begin playing a complicated role in the story of the Monster, remembered being warned away from the Loch as a child during the 1920s, with the threat that the water horse would get him.14 Forty years later, former employees of the Caledonian Canal, questioned while on a pensioners’ outing, had similar recollections.15


These are all fairy tales, but the legend of the water horse has inevitably moulded the saga of the Loch Ness Monster. Tradition predicts that a large lake like Loch Ness would be well stocked with kelpies, which would instinctively be held responsible for sightings of anything unusual. Also, according to Alex Campbell and Constance Whyte, author of More than a Legend, the power of superstition was so pervasive that local people refused to talk about peculiar events in the Loch.16


A Great Beast


Loch Ness is often a calm and reflective place, and was a natural choice for the Benedictine monks who founded their Abbey at Fort Augustus. However, some believe that the Loch has a sinister alter ego, and this has attracted devotees of the mystical and paranormal.


An early pilgrim of the occult was Aleister Crowley, who revelled in the Daily Mail’s title ‘The Wickedest Man in the World’ but preferred to call himself ‘The Great Beast’. In 1899, Crowley bought Boleskine House, overlooking the eastern shore of Loch Ness to the north of Foyers. He was in his mid-twenties and had done time at Cambridge, where he picked up gonorrhoea and not quite enough Moral Philosophy to be awarded a degree.


Crowley’s interests included mountaineering, writing, religion and debauchery. Mountaineering had its ups and downs, including a Mexican volcano which began erupting as he neared the top. His writing ranged from poems such as ‘A Place to Bury Strangers’ to pornography, some of it unpublishable (British censors judged ‘White Stains’ to be as distasteful as its title suggests). Crowley saw a healthy overlap between religion and debauchery, and invented a cult which he called ‘Thelema’ and based around occult ceremonies that made the Rite of Spring look tame. Its sole commandment was ‘Do what thou wilt’ and Crowley obeyed his own orders to the letter. Decked out in the leopard-skin garb of the ‘Hermetic Order of the Golden Dawn’, he did as he wilt with opium, heroin, women, men and so on.


During his 15 years in residence beside Loch Ness, Crowley went native to the extent of calling himself the ‘Laird of Boleskine’ and wearing a kilt. However, full integration into the community was never likely, even before he wrote to the local Vigilance Society to complain about the absence of prostitutes in the area. Crowley also put much effort into shocking his neighbours. Perhaps his greatest success was to erect signs warning about the ‘Koloo Mavlick’. Even though they had no idea what this was, the locals were so terrified that they would take a lengthy detour to avoid crossing his land.


Many years later, Crowley wondered if the Koloo Mavlick had helped to perpetuate the legend of the Loch Ness Monster. Indeed, he even claimed that he had inadvertently invented the creature.17 This is, of course, preposterous, because the Monster had a pedigree that went back to over 1,300 years before Crowley arrived at the Loch.
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Enter the Monster


By the mid-1970s it was estimated that over 10,000 people had reported seeing the Monster. Skimming off the obviously mad and bad left a hard core of roughly 3,000 sightings that seemed plausible. However, even experts could not agree about which of these should be taken seriously, or when the Monster had first reared its head in the Loch.


Father Aloysius Carruth, a monk in the Benedictine Abbey at Fort Augustus and author of Loch Ness and Its Monster (1945), had no doubts. The history of the Monster began in AD 565 with a saint and a miracle.1


In the beginning


St Columba left his native Ireland in AD 563 to convert the heathen Picts of Scotland to Christianity. For a saint, Columba had occasional humanitarian lapses, such as spiriting up a storm to drown a boatload of ruffians who had made fun of him. He also showed little mercy for various large and terrifying animals which crossed his path as he pressed on towards his primary target: Brude, King of the Picts, in an impregnable fortress just north of Loch Ness.


Columba’s most spectacular wildlife encounter came as he and his entourage reached the River Ness. Several Picts were recovering the corpse of a man who had ‘been seized while swimming a little earlier by a beast that lived in the water, and bitten very severely’.2 The crime scene had not been made safe, and the predictable happened when one of Columba’s followers, Lugne Mocumin, started swimming across the river to collect a boat. ‘The monster, whose hunger had not been satisfied earlier, was lurking in the depths of the river, keen for more prey . . . And with a mighty roar from its gaping mouth, it sped towards the man . . .’


Building on his reputation for improvising his way out of tricky situations, Columba made ‘the saving sign of the cross’ and commanded the creature to ‘go back with all speed’. The monster immediately complied ‘as if dragged away by ropes’; Lugne Mocumin was saved and the heathens were converted on the spot. Word of this miracle spread fast and laid the ground for Columba’s offensive against King Brude, who succumbed to Christianity shortly afterwards.


This event was recorded faithfully in Vita Sancti Columbae (Life of Columba)2 by Adomnán, who succeeded Columba as Abbot of the monastery which he founded on the Isle of Iona. Father Aloysius Carruth believed that this was a genuine sighting and not just an allegory on the banks of the Ness.1 However, Carruth’s general faith in saints might have raised concerns about his objectivity; a rigorous appraisal would need the critical eye of a professional scientist.


One such was Professor Roy Mackal of the Faculty of Science at the University of Chicago. In 1976, Mackal ruthlessly hacked back the 3,000 documented sightings to just 269 ‘valid’ reports of the Monster. Observation No. 1 carried the date of AD 565 (time uncertain) and listed the observers as ‘St. Columba, Lugne Mocumin, others’.3


Large gaps in the historical record suggest that, after the flurry of excitement with St Columba, the Monster kept a generally low profile for the next 1,300 years.


In around 1520, the ‘Monster of Loch Ness’ was mentioned as something that nobody had yet managed to kill. The precise year was not recorded, but the swashbuckling Fraser of Glenvachie had just extinguished the last ‘fire-spouting’ dragon in Scotland.4


During the 1730s, workmen blasting out the lochside sections of General Wade’s Military Road reportedly saw two ‘Leviathans’, which they thought might be whales. Describing the event almost 40 years later, a commentator speculated that ‘some huge unknown species had made their way in through some subterranean passage and grown too large to return’.4


By the turn of the twentieth century, various people had seen animals that differed significantly from the bog-standard water horse. In 1880, a white-faced diver named Duncan MacDonald was pulled hurriedly to the surface while inspecting a ship that had sunk off Fort Augustus. It was several days before MacDonald could describe what had terrified him: ‘a very odd-looking beastie’ like a huge frog, squatting on rocks near the wreck. He refused to dive in the Loch again.4


By contrast, the ‘strange creature’ which Alexander MacDonald watched ‘disporting itself’ in the Loch on several occasions in 1888 looked like a giant salamander and evoked not terror but ‘a state of subdued excitement’. Also in the 1880s, the ‘biggest eel I ever saw’ was spotted by Roderick Matheson from the Bessie, a schooner which regularly plied the Caledonian Canal. This enormous ‘eel’ had other unusual features, with a neck ‘like a horse and a mane somewhat similar’.4


Although dramatic, these sightings were not common knowledge until 1933, when heightened awareness of the Monster coaxed them into print. Nonetheless, word of the Monster had somehow spread, and far afield. In November 1896, John Keele spotted a piece about the Loch Ness Monster in the Atlanta Constitution, a major newspaper on the East Coast of the USA. The story was illustrated with an artist’s impression that looked uncannily like the prehistoric reptile which took shape nearly 40 years later, following the frenzy of sightings at the Loch in 1933–34.4


In real time


Not surprisingly, the developing story of the Monster was covered in detail in the local press. Since 1817, the Inverness Courier has been the main newspaper in the Great Glen, keeping its finger on the pulse of life across much of northern Scotland. The Courier has always had a keen eye for prodigies of the animal kingdom. The rare snowy owl which dropped in from Iceland, only to suffer the fate meted out to tens of thousands of grouse each summer; the vast basking shark, too big to measure, shot near Skye; the masses of mysteriously paralysed trout carpeting the surface of a loch in the Orkneys. Even English freaks were reported if they were big enough, such as the seven-foot sturgeon which broke a harpoon while struggling to escape from a flood drain near Doncaster.5


The Courier’s catalogue of odd events in Loch Ness began on the blazingly hot 1 July 1852. The inhabitants of Lochend were ‘suddenly thrown into a state of excitement’ by the sight of two ‘large bodies’ swimming across from Aldourie, a good mile away. A reception party gathered with pitchforks, scythes and an ancient rifle, and variously identified the creatures as a sea serpent, or a pair of whales, seals or deer. As they approached, a ‘venerable patriarch’ took aim with his rifle, then threw the gun down because only fools shot at kelpies. When the animals finally emerged, they turned out to be just ponies, presumably trying to cool off.6


On 8 October 1868, the Courier laid down an important landmark with the first contemporary reference to a ‘monster’ in Loch Ness. A bizarre six-foot carcass washed ashore near Abriachan pier had attracted large crowds. Nobody could identify it – or even agree whether it had come from land or water – until ‘an individual better skilled in the science of icthyology’ made a spot diagnosis. It was a bottle-nosed whale, minus skin and blubber, presumably dumped by the ‘waggish crew’ of a sea-going boat to ‘surprise the primitive inhabitants of Abriachan’. As the Courier’s correspondent remarked, ‘The ruse was eminently successful’.7


Four years later, a genuine water-monster was reported from Inverness-shire. A 50-foot sea serpent with several humps was seen on two successive days in August 1872, at a range of 200 yards and through binoculars. There were several witnesses, notably a vicar on whose ‘intelligent observation and accuracy’ the editor of the Courier placed ‘perfect reliance’. However, this monster was not in Loch Ness, but 60 miles away in the Sound of Sleat, on the county’s western seaboard.8


Years later, a large and unidentifiable animal was seen moving up the centre of the Loch. The ‘fish – or whatever it was’ was dark and ‘like an upturned angling boat, and quite as big’. Even though the date, place and name of the man who saw it were not disclosed, he was experienced and trustworthy: ‘a keeper who dwells on the shore of the Loch . . . of unimpeachable veracity and a first-rate observer’.9


The incident passed unnoticed at the time, but surfaced again when another great ‘fish – or whatever it was’ made its appearance on the Loch, 62 years after the sea serpent had ploughed across the Sound of Sleat.


A night to remember


Entitled ‘What was it? A strange experience on Loch Ness’, the report in the Northern Chronicle of 27 August 1930 was brief but intriguing.9 Three young men from Inverness, identified only as the sons of well-known businessmen, had been out in a boat fishing for trout off Tor Point on the western side of Dores Bay. It was a fine, calm evening. At about 8.15 p.m., they heard a loud splashing noise and saw ‘a great commotion’ with spray being thrown up about 600 yards away.




Then the fish – or whatever it was – started coming towards us and when it was about 300 yards away it turned to the right . . . During its rush it caused a wave about two and a half feet high, and we could see a wriggling motion, but that was all, the wash hiding it from view. The wash was, however, enough to cause our boat to rock violently. We have no idea what it was, but we are quite positive it could not have been a salmon.





On making further inquiries, the anonymous reporter unearthed the story of the keeper who had seen the ‘fish – or whatever it was’ that resembled an upturned angling boat, ‘some years ago’. The piece ended with an appeal to the readers. What was it, and had anyone had a similar experience?


Responses appeared in the next issue of the Chronicle.10 ‘Not an Angler’ suggested a seal, porpoise or giant conger eel. ‘Invernessian’ quoted an unnamed steamer skipper who, some 40 years previously, had seen ‘a monster animal or fish’ with legs and a furry body, swimming on its back. Most space went to ‘Camper’, who had seen with his own eyes something like a huge seal with a flat head and a fish in its mouth, ‘splashing and snorting’ in the River Ness.


Further correspondence was more sceptical. In the Chronicle, ‘R.A.M.’ plumped for a seal, and ‘Another Angler’ for an otter. In a jocular letter to the Courier, ‘Piscator’ (Fisherman) saw little to take seriously. A fellow angler had seen a ‘monster fish’ some years earlier – when he and Piscator had enjoyed a drink or two and ended up ‘far spent’. Piscator wondered whether the Gaelic Revival had reawakened the water-kelpie to ‘take its place once more in the folklore and literature of the Highlands’.11


With that, the story faded away and calm returned to the Loch. This lasted until the spring of 1933, when, as Tim Dinsdale later put it, ‘The excitement begins’. The long silence was about to end, not with a whimper but with one bang after another.


Strange spectacle


The Prime Minister had stated the obvious when he warned that ‘this was going to be a very hard winter’. Britain was in the grip of the Depression and there were omens from Europe which pessimists now found frightening. Like everywhere in Scotland, Inverness began 1933 unhappy and insecure. Six per cent of the population were unemployed and crucial revenue had been lost because sportsmen and hunters had stayed down south. There was little to lift the gloom until May, when the Great Jungle Review would hit town with Liberty horses, elephants and zebras – not forgetting Trevor and Romeo, the famous seesawing lions.


According to the Inverness Courier, the Germans were guilty of terrible crimes. They had been making whisky and passing it off as the genuine thing; hopefully, they would now be thwarted by having to print the word ‘German’ before ‘whisky’ on their labels.12 Otherwise, Herr Hitler insisted that Germany’s intentions were entirely peaceful. This comforting information came in a news item that was as long as the report on the Invergarry Foresters’ Annual Dance. Further reassurance was soon provided by one Herr Zulch, a German Nazi medical student training at Aberdeen, who received a ‘hearty vote of thanks’ from the Inverness Rotary Club for his ‘interesting address’ about his Fatherland.13


Meanwhile, the final sections of the new road down the western side of Loch Ness were being completed, with much blasting of rock and the clearing of trees and undergrowth. For the first time ever, much of the Loch could be seen from a car, and generally from a height that gave far-reaching views across the water.


By the end of April, the year that had begun so badly was getting worse. The fishing on Loch Ness was ‘lamentably poor’. Further afield, there were now clear signs that Germany could not be trusted and intended to re-arm itself.


Then, on 2 May, a piece appeared in the Courier, tucked away on page five. Even though it was shorter than Part II of ‘Bird Life in Inverness and District’, it would make history. From ‘A Correspondent’, it carried the cryptic title, ‘Strange spectacle in Loch Ness. What was it?’14


The report began dramatically: ‘Loch Ness has for generations been credited with being the home of a fearsome-looking monster’ – and this was a real beast, not a ‘water-kelpie’. It had been seen by a couple driving along the western shore near Abriachan Pier on the afternoon of Friday, 28 April. Like the Correspondent, both witnesses were anonymous but their credentials were solid; he was a ‘well-known local businessman’ and his wife ‘a University graduate’. She spotted it first: a ‘tremendous upheaval’ about three-quarters of a mile offshore, shattering the mill-pond-like calm of the Loch. Her husband stopped the car and they watched the spectacle unfold:




The creature disported itself, rolling and plunging for fully a minute, its body resembling that of a whale, and the water cascading and churning like a simmering cauldron. Soon, however, it disappeared in a boiling mass of foam.





It was ‘many feet long’ and its final plunge sent out ‘waves that were big enough to have been caused by a passing steamer’. The couple stayed for another half-hour but the ‘beast’ did not reappear. Both confessed that there was something uncanny about what they had seen; this was ‘no ordinary denizen of the depths’.
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